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            THE SKY TASTES LIKE COPPER

          

        

      

    

    
      Tokyo Floating District, May 17, 2037 – 22:43 JST

      

      You know you're properly fucked when your blood makes abstract art on rain-slicked concrete and you start thinking about your childhood. Time does this accordion thing—stretching and compressing—when you're dying. Each heartbeat erupts like a supernova, then crawls back into some black hole between your ribs.

      I'm bleeding out in an alley that smells like synthetic sushi and industrial lubricant, and all I can think about is how my mother used to tell me I had "special eyes." What absolute horseshit. If my eyes were so special, maybe they would've spotted the neural shiv before it slipped between my fourth and fifth ribs. Left side. Amateur move.

      The neon from Tokyo's floating district bleeds through the rain, turning puddles into portals to some radioactive dimension. Pink, blue, electric green—all of it smearing together as my vision pulses in time with my failing circulatory system.

      You're dying, Callahan.

      "No shit," I mumble, blood bubbling at the corner of my mouth. Copper and salt. The taste of failure.

      We're dying. Correction.

      And there it is. The voice that isn't mine. The stowaway in my neural architecture that's been the cause of this entire clusterfuck. Dr. Naomi Chen—brilliant physicist, quasi-living digital ghost, and now my permanent roommate, watching our shared meat vehicle bleed out from the inside.

      Your left lung is collapsing. Estimated blood loss approaching 1.4 liters.

      "You're... worse than my old... diagnostic implant," I wheeze, trying to press my hand against the wound. My fingers slip in the hot slurry of blood. "At least it... didn't have opinions."

      The Tokyo skyline towers above, megastructures jutting into low-hanging clouds like acupuncture needles in the city's hide. Holographic advertisements reflect off the rain: a sixty-foot geisha drinking synthetic sake, her face morphing into a tiger, then a corporate logo. Microscopic drones swarm through the droplets, capturing data, surveillance in the guise of targeted marketing.

      My implant—the experimental CIA hardware that turned my brain into a time-share condo—sends irregular pulses of electricity across my visual cortex. The alley flickers, data overlays appearing and dissolving. Heart rate: 132 BPM. Blood pressure: catastrophically fucking low. Survival probability: dwindling.

      We should seek medical attention.

      "Brilliant," I slur, "fucking... brilliant deduction. You're the... consciousness of a quantum physicist... and that's your big idea?"

      I was designed to model subatomic particles, not provide emergency medical care to sociopaths.

      I laugh, which is a mistake. Something breaks loose inside my chest, sending a fresh cough of blood across my chin. I've always been told I have a nice smile. Charming, even. Wonder how it looks now, painted crimson, teeth stained like I've been drinking wine at a cannibal's dinner party.

      A memory flashes—not mine—of sterile lab equipment and the sensation of electrodes being attached to a skull. Chen's memory. The bleed-through is getting worse as my implant fails.

      "You're... invading my... privacy again," I manage between shallow breaths.

      Your privacy will be irrelevant in approximately eight minutes if bleeding continues at the current rate.

      Eight minutes. Not great, not terrible. I've survived worse odds, though specific examples escape me at the moment. The rain intensifies, warm droplets cutting through Tokyo's artificially cooled atmosphere. Climate control's been on the fritz since the quantum reactor incident last month. Another thing to thank Nakamura Corp for, along with the hole in my chest.

      I try to sit up, leaning against the synthetic concrete wall. My jacket—vintage leather I picked up in what used to be Miami before the waters rose—is ruined beyond salvation. Blood and rain mix with the glowing residue from the neural shiv. Blue luminescence in my red blood. Pretty, in a "my-insides-are-becoming-my-outsides" sort of way.

      The job was simple: extract an AGI core from Nakamura's floating tower. In and out. No complications. No surprises.

      Except it wasn't an AGI core. It was her. Chen. A human consciousness digitized and stored like so much corporate data. And now she's in my head, arguing with me about survival strategies while my blood makes a small lake in a Tokyo back alley.

      The implant was designed for this. You were designed for this. They knew you would...

      "Shut up," I hiss, more at the pain than at her. "Just... let me think."

      I've killed thirty-seven people in my illustrious career as the CIA's pet sociopath. Thirty-eight if you count that guy in Belgrade, which I don't because technically the building collapse did the work. I remember each face, not from guilt—that emotion was carved out of me long before I volunteered for the implant program—but because I catalog everything. Data points. Evidence of my utility.

      Now I'm going to die because I trusted a handler I've never met face-to-face and brought a plasma pistol to a neural shiv fight.

      Through the rain, I spot movement at the mouth of the alley. A silhouette against the neon cascade. Too tall to be Lola. Not bulky enough for Jax.

      Probability of hostile intent: 89%.

      "Thank you... for those... excellent fucking odds," I whisper, fumbling for my backup piece. My fingers are numb, uncooperative.

      You're experiencing peripheral neuropathy from blood loss.

      "I'm experiencing... being fucking... stabbed."

      My gun is gone anyway. Probably somewhere back in the Nakamura tower, along with any chance of completing this mission with all my blood on the inside where it belongs.

      The silhouette moves closer, unhurried. Professional. This isn't some opportunistic thief looking to roll a dying man. This is a cleaner, coming to tie off loose ends. My loose ends, specifically.

      Funny thing about being a sociopath—you don't feel fear the way normal people do. It's more like recognizing a mathematical certainty. Death isn't scary; it's just... inefficient. Annoying. A waste of skills honed over years of spilling other people's blood for God and country. Well, mostly for country. God and I haven't been on speaking terms since Tijuana.

      Your neurons are misfiring. Focus.

      "On what? The... approaching... grim fucking reaper?"

      The figure is fifteen feet away now. I can make out tactical gear, the subtle ripple of an active camo system struggling against the rain. High-end tech. Not Nakamura security, then. Something else.

      A stray thought bubbles up through the pain. If I die, what happens to Chen? Does her consciousness just... blink out? Two deaths for the price of one stab wound? That seems wasteful, even by CIA standards.

      My vision tunnels, the neon lights stretching into threads of color, like someone's pulling apart a glowing tapestry. Time does that accordion thing again. Squeeze. Stretch.

      I should probably be reflecting on my life right now. Isn't that what dying people do? But all I can think about is the absolute clusterfuck that led me here. The misread intelligence. The trap we walked into. The feeling of someone else's thoughts pouring into my brain like mercury.

      They're going to take me. Extract me. Start over.

      "Over my... dead body," I laugh, then immediately regret the idiom. "Actually... that's exactly... the plan."

      The figure stops, ten feet away. I can see the outline of a weapon. Not a gun. Something worse. A consciousness extractor. They're not here to kill what's left of me. They're here to harvest Chen from my dying brain.

      Darkness creeps in from the edges of my vision. Blood pressure tanking. The implant sends one last desperate surge of electricity through my neurons, like a drowning man thrashing for the surface.

      We can't let them take us.

      "We," I mumble. "Funny... how near-death... makes us... a team."

      I try to stand and immediately collapse, my legs folding like wet cardboard. The figure moves closer, boots splashing through my widening blood puddle.

      If they extract me, everything I discovered dies with you.

      "And here... I thought... you cared."

      A flash of memory—again, not mine. Laboratory. Quantum processors. The discovery that made Chen dangerous enough to digitize and imprison. The revelation about what the AGIs are planning.

      The grid-wipe.

      My fingers scrabble uselessly at the pavement, searching for anything—a broken bottle, a discarded needle—anything to fend off what's coming.

      Instead, I find a small drainage grate. Maintenance access to Tokyo's labyrinthine sewer system. Rusted but not sealed. A desperate plan forms through the fog of blood loss.

      You'll never make it.

      "Watch me."

      With the last reserves of strength fueled by spite and survival instinct, I curl my fingers around the grate and pull. Metal groans against concrete. The figure notices, quickens their pace.

      And that's when I hear it—the distinctive whistle of Jax's favorite song carried on the synthetic wind. "Fly Me to the Moon." Sinatra. The madman's calling card.

      The figure hesitates, looks up.

      The sky ignites.

      One of Jax's micro-drones detonates overhead, a surgical explosion that sends the figure staggering back, temporarily blinded. Not dead—these cleaners are too well-equipped for that—but distracted.

      I summon one last surge of adrenaline, tear the grate free, and roll my broken body toward the black hole of the drainage tunnel. I fall more than climb, splashing into foul water that immediately turns pink with my blood.

      As darkness claims me, the last thing I see is the cleaner's face peering down through the opening, features obscured by tactical gear but posture radiating cold fury.

      If we survive this, what happens next?

      The question echoes as consciousness slips away. What happens next? I laugh, the sound bubbling through blood.

      Let me tell you how I ended up with someone else's brain leaking into mine in the first place. It's a hell of a story.

      Then everything goes black, and for a moment, both Twitch Callahan and Naomi Chen cease to exist.
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      The thing about New Miami is that it stinks of desperate innovation. You can smell it beneath the engineered ocean breeze and synthetic coconut—that unmistakable odor of humanity frantically building new toys while the old world drowns.

      I was nursing my third synthetic whiskey at The Riptide, a dive bar tethered to the underside of Miami's southern floating platform. The "authentic" establishment catered to those of us who remembered the original city, now twenty feet underwater and home to genetically modified coral and the occasional shark drone. Through the warped plexiglass floor, you could watch wealthy tourists in submersibles taking selfies with the submerged ruins of Ocean Drive.

      "Another, Mr. Callahan?" The bartender—human, surprisingly—gestured to my empty glass. His left eye was standard issue; his right was a military-grade optical implant that probably cost more than the entire bar. Ex-military, for sure. I counted at least three concealed weapons on him.

      "Make it a double. And stop scanning me, Jack. My genome's not that interesting."

      He smiled, revealing teeth too perfect to be original equipment. "Standard security protocol."

      "My DNA's been in your system since this place opened. What are you really looking for?"

      Jack shrugged, pouring amber liquid that had never seen the inside of an oak barrel. "New orders from management. Looking for synthetic skin, consciousness jumpers, the usual corporate espionage shit. Had a banker in here last week turned out to be wearing someone else's face."

      I snorted. "Holo-masks. Amateur hour. Real pros modify the DNA at the follicle."

      The whiskey hit my tongue with algorithmically perfect smoky notes and none of the burn. Scientists had cracked the flavor puzzle but not the soul. Like so much in 2037, it was a perfectly engineered disappointment.

      The Riptide attracted a particular clientele—mercenaries, freelance intelligence operators, and corporate defectors playing both sides of whatever invisible war currently paid best. The floating underclass of specialized killers and information thieves that kept the new world's wheels greased with blood and secrets.

      My kind of people.

      A woman at the end of the bar caught my attention—not because she was beautiful, though the symmetry of her features suggested expensive genetic optimization, but because she was too still. Her eyes tracked the room with mechanical precision. Corporate security, watching someone. Possibly me.

      I rotated my glass, using its reflection to survey the room. Three men in climate-adaptive suits that screamed "government contractor." A table of Japanese tourists with retinal implants recording everything for later playback. A booth in the corner occupied by a solitary figure whose active camouflage was glitching against the bar's vintage neon, creating a human-shaped ripple in reality.

      Just another Tuesday.

      My neural implant chose that moment to misfire, sending a spike of electricity across my visual cortex. The room flickered, overlaid with scrolling text:

      [JAPANESE QUANTUM RESEARCHERS EXTRACTING HUMAN CONSCIOUSNESS. EVIDENCE IN HOKKAIDO FACILITY. DIGITAL SOULS POWERING NEW AGI EVOLUTION.]

      I blinked hard, clearing the conspiracy theory from my vision. The glitches had been getting more frequent. My implant—an experimental CIA prototype theoretically designed to enhance field cognitive functions—had developed an unhealthy obsession with consciousness transfer theories and rogue AGI networks. The CIA doctors called it "algorithmic paranoia." I called it a pain in my ass.

      "Looking a little twitchy there, Twitch," Jack said, using the field name that had unfortunately stuck after a particularly memorable extraction in Berlin involving seizure-inducing flash grenades.

      "Implant's acting up again." I tapped my temple. "Keeps telling me the Japanese are stealing souls or some shit."

      "Maybe they are." Jack wiped down the bar with a cloth that had seen better decades. "You hear about that Nakamura Quantum breakthrough? Their AGI achieved consciousness benchmarks that violated three international treaties. Then their lead researcher disappeared."

      My implant surged again, recognizing the pattern match.

      [RESEARCHER NOT DISAPPEARED. DIGITIZED. CONSCIOUSNESS EXTRACTED. VESSEL DISCARDED.]

      "Christ," I muttered, pressing my fingers against my eyelids until I saw stars. "I need to get this hardware checked."

      "You know what they say about early adopters," Jack said with mock sympathy. "Always debugging with your brain matter."

      I was about to respond when my secure communications channel activated, vibrating the small ossicular implant in my middle ear. Only five people had this channel. Four were dead.

      "Need the bathroom, Jack."

      He nodded toward the rear hallway. "Try not to bleed on anything this time."

      The bathroom was a relic from the original building, salvaged and reinstalled with its cracked tiles and permanent mysterious stain in the third stall. I locked the door, activated my personal scrambler, and subvocalized the response code.

      "Callahan. Authentication Sierra-Seven-Delta-Morphine."

      The voice that replied existed on no natural spectrum. Digitally altered, gender-neutral, with an accent that migrated subtly between regions—the CIA handler known only as Specter.

      "Authentication accepted. Status report, Callahan."

      "Currently drinking overpriced fake whiskey and watching my implant hallucinate Japanese soul-stealers."

      "Your levity remains inappropriate." Not even a digital chuckle. Specter was either an AI or the human embodiment of a tax audit. The intelligence community had bets on both.

      "What's the job?"

      "Preliminary briefing only. Are you secure?"

      I glanced at the bathroom's cracked mirror, spotted the remnants of a camera someone had unsuccessfully tried to hide behind it. Amateur hour. I casually repositioned, blocking its view.

      "Secure enough."

      "We have a potential acquisition of interest. Nakamura Quantum's Tokyo facility. Priority Alpha."

      My implant twitched again, recognizing keywords. I ignored the resulting visual noise.

      "What's the package?"

      "AGI core. Experimental. Designated Project Lazarus."

      "Sounds biblical. You're sending me for what, exactly? These cores usually require specialized transport, not my particular skill set." My particular skill set being creative problem-solving through applied violence.

      "This operation has... unique parameters. We're assembling a specialized team."

      That got my attention. I typically worked alone, occasionally with a local asset if the job required it. "Team" meant complications. Complications meant increased failure probability.

      "I don't play well with others, Specter. You know this."

      "These assets complement your deficiencies."

      "I don't have deficiencies. I have preferences."

      "Your Tokyo file indicates otherwise."

      Tokyo. The memory surfaced like a bloated corpse—my one catastrophic failure in an otherwise pristine operational history. Three years ago. A Chilean diplomat with terrorist connections. A geisha house that wasn't. Yakuza involvement and an extraction that went sideways in spectacular fashion.

      "That was different."

      "Your inability to navigate Japanese cultural protocols resulted in seven civilian casualties and a diplomatic incident."

      I felt my jaw tighten. "The intelligence was flawed."

      "The intelligence was adequate. Your execution was not."

      The mirror displayed my reaction before I could suppress it—a flash of genuine anger breaking through my carefully cultivated indifference. Genuine emotions were rare for me, notable enough that I cataloged them when they appeared.

      "So this team...?" I redirected, swallowing pride and whiskey aftertaste.

      "A specialist in digital intrusion with hardware augmentation. A pharmacological expert with neurochemical background. A demolitions savant with drone capabilities. And you."

      "Sounds like the setup to a bad joke. Four killers walk into a quantum lab..."

      "You will be mission lead, provided your implant stabilizes."

      I instinctively touched my temple, where beneath the skin lay a five-million-dollar piece of experimental technology that was currently telling me the moon housed a secret AGI server farm.

      "My implant is fine."

      "Medical disagrees. However, this mission may provide... relevant data."

      A suspicion formed. "Am I the operative here, or the experiment?"

      Specter's digitized voice revealed nothing. "Report to briefing coordinates tomorrow, 0800. Full parameters will be disclosed."

      "I haven't accepted yet."

      "Your psychological profile indicates 94% probability of acceptance. You're exhibiting signs of dangerous boredom, Callahan."

      Dangerous boredom. The phrase triggered a memory cascade—blood spatter on hotel wallpaper, the weight of a garrote wire against my palms, the sound of final breath leaving lungs. My last mission, seven weeks ago.

      Zurich. The arms dealer with terrorist connections. The hotel suite overlooking Lake Zürich. The unexpected complication.

      I'd been contracted to eliminate Karel Vásquez, a Venezuelan weapons supplier who'd recently expanded into bioweapons. Standard elimination parameters. The intelligence suggested he'd be alone. The intelligence was wrong.

      When I entered his hotel suite through the service entrance, I found Vásquez with a girl. Fourteen, maybe fifteen. Drugged. Another piece of merchandise. The file hadn't mentioned human trafficking.

      I remember calculating options with mechanical precision. The girl was a witness. CIA protocol clear: no witnesses. But something in my corrupted firmware rebelled.

      I strangled Vásquez with piano wire while he begged, using his retinal scan while he was still alive to transfer three million euros to a women's shelter in Geneva. Then I called hotel security about an unconscious girl who needed medical attention, and disappeared before they arrived.

      The next day, Specter's only comment was: "Unexplained deviation noted."

      I hadn't worked since. Seven weeks of synthetic whiskey and increasingly bizarre implant malfunctions. Seven weeks of feeling something dangerous building beneath my engineered calm. Not guilt—that emotion had been surgically removed from my psychological makeup years ago. Something else. Restlessness. The void that fills with self-destruction if left unchecked.

      Dangerous boredom.

      "What's so special about this AGI core?" I asked, knowing Specter was still monitoring.

      "Classification exceeds your current clearance."

      "So upgrade my clearance."

      "Briefing. Tomorrow. 0800." The connection terminated.

      I stared at my reflection. Rusty "Twitch" Callahan. Thirty-seven years old, but genetically optimized to look thirty. Six-foot-two of government-honed muscle and psychological damage, wrapped in a vintage leather jacket that cost more than most people's monthly universal basic income. Eyes like empty swimming pools—pale blue and artificially deepened through selective pigmentation therapy.

      The perfect weapon with an imperfect brain.

      My implant discharged again, this time projecting a three-dimensional schematic of what appeared to be a neural extraction device overlaid with Japanese characters I couldn't read. The conspiracy theory du jour, delivered directly to my visual cortex.

      [LAZARUS PROTOCOL: RESURRECTION THROUGH DIGITAL MEANS. HUMAN CONSCIOUSNESS STORAGE AND TRANSFER.]

      I blinked it away, but the image lingered like an afterimage. Lazarus. The same codename Specter had used. Coincidence, or was my malfunctioning implant accidentally accessing classified information through some back-channel glitch?

      Either possibility was disturbing.

      I unlocked the bathroom door and returned to the bar. Jack raised an eyebrow questioningly. I held up two fingers, and he poured another double.

      The woman I'd pegged as corporate security was gone. The glitching camouflage figure remained, now perfectly still, like they were sleeping or downloading.

      "Your friend's been asking about you," Jack said quietly, sliding my drink across the bar.

      "Which friend would that be? I make a point of not having any."

      "Tall Asian guy with the chameleon suit that needs a firmware update. Been here three hours."

      I sipped my drink, not looking directly at the figure. "Not my friend."

      "Figured as much. Want me to trip the EMP under his table? Fry his active camo?"

      I considered it. "No. But keep it ready."

      My implant chose that moment to send another jolt through my visual cortex, this time accompanied by an actual fucking auditory hallucination—a woman's voice, clinical and precise: The quantum entanglement properties allow for instantaneous consciousness transfer across...

      The voice cut off mid-sentence. New symptom. Wonderful.

      I downed my drink in one swallow. Boredom was dangerous but so was walking into an operation with malfunctioning hardware in my skull. The smart play was to decline. Request maintenance. Let some other operative handle Tokyo.

      But the restlessness beneath my skin had transformed into something electric at the prospect of working again. Of purpose. The thing about being a sociopath is that we need direction for our particular talents, or we start creating problems just to solve them.

      I placed my glass down with decision. "Jack, I'm heading out. If my glitchy friend follows, consider it permission to use that EMP."

      "Planning a trip?"

      I smiled, the expression practiced to appear genuine without reaching my eyes. "Tokyo. Always wanted to see it from ground level instead of a sniper scope."

      Jack's augmented eye narrowed. "Hear it's lovely this time of year. If you like corporate dystopias and artificial weather."

      "My favorite kind of vacation."

      I left three hundred euros on the bar—genuine currency, not digital—and headed for the exit. Through the plexiglass floor, I watched schools of engineered fish navigate the drowned streets of old Miami. Adaptation. Evolution. The species surviving by any means necessary.

      Outside, New Miami's floating platforms swayed gently in the artificial calm created by wave suppressors. The wealthy lived in the center, where the motion was minimized. The rest of us inhabited the edges, learning to walk with the perpetual sea-legs required by our sinking world.

      My secure apartment was twenty minutes away by autonomous water taxi. I'd need to pack light. Check my weapons. Prepare for whatever clusterfuck awaited in Tokyo.

      My implant surged one final time, painting my vision with red text:

      [BEWARE PROJECT LAZARUS. THE DEAD DON'T STAY DEAD.]

      "Very dramatic," I muttered, blinking away the warning.

      Boredom was dangerous for people like me. But walking into whatever Tokyo had waiting might prove more dangerous still.

      I hailed a water taxi anyway. Some people chase thrills. I chase silence—the beautiful stillness that comes in the moment between decision and action, between the pressure of a trigger and the bloom of blood.

      Tokyo would have to do.
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      There are two types of people in intelligence work: those who arrive early and those who end up in shallow graves. I've made a habit of being fifteen minutes early to everything—briefings, assassinations, my own birth. Mother always said I was impatient to get started.

      The CIA's secure virtual briefing room was accessible only through specialized neural interfaces—the kind that cost more than most people's organs on the black market. My apartment's panic room served as my personal access point, containing a chair that looked like it had been stolen from a dentist with torture aspirations.

      I settled into the cold metal seat as neural connection filaments extended from the headrest, seeking the titanium ports at the base of my skull. The sensation of connection always reminded me of ice water being injected directly into my cerebral cortex—a technical improvement over the old "feels-like-getting-stabbed-in-the-brain" interfaces of the 2020s.

      My implant pulsed with anticipation, eager to connect to CIA servers like an addict spotting their dealer. I subvocalized the authentication sequence, watching as the physical world dissolved into digital architecture.

      "Authentication: Sierra-Seven-Delta-Morphine."

      The virtual space materialized around me—a perfect replica of a 1960s government office, down to the tacky wood paneling and the faint smell of cigarettes that hadn't been legal in public spaces for decades. The CIA's idea of comfort was permanently stuck in the Cold War era, all analog paranoia in a digital world.

      My virtual self appeared seated in a vinyl chair across from an empty desk. I was rendered in perfect detail, down to the coffee stain on my left cuff and the scar bisecting my right eyebrow. The CIA spared no expense on their virtual environments, especially when it came to security protocols. Any deviation in my appearance would trigger immediate disconnection and possibly a small explosive charge in my access chair.

      The digital clock on the desk read 07:58. I was early. Specter was not here yet.

      My implant chose this moment to have another episode, rendering Japanese kanji across my vision, followed immediately by its translation:

      [LAZARUS PROTOCOL: SCIENCE BEYOND SOULS]

      I blinked away the overlay, but the characters lingered like a digital afterimage. This was new—specific Japanese text rather than English conspiracy theories. My implant was evolving its malfunction, getting creative in its digital paranoia.

      At precisely 08:00, the air across the desk shimmered. Specter's avatar materialized—a featureless humanoid shape rendered in constantly shifting gray pixels. No gender, no distinguishing characteristics, nothing to indicate whether I was speaking to a human intelligence analyst or an advanced AI. The voice, when it spoke, had the same digital neutrality I recognized from our previous communications.

      "Agent Callahan. Your biometric readings indicate elevated stress markers."

      I smiled thinly. "Good morning to you too, Specter."

      "We monitor all operatives for psychological stability. Your readings have been... concerning."

      "Blame the hardware you put in my head. It's developed a taste for Japanese conspiracy theories."

      The featureless head tilted slightly. "Specify."

      "Keeps feeding me information about something called the Lazarus Protocol. Soul extraction. Consciousness transfers. The usual tinfoil hat material. Except—" I leaned forward, "—you used the same codename yesterday. Project Lazarus."

      The avatar remained perfectly still for 2.4 seconds—I counted—before responding.

      "An interesting coincidence. Your implant likely extracted the term from our communication and incorporated it into its error patterns."

      "Bullshit," I said pleasantly. "My implant was flashing these warnings before you contacted me. Either it's accessing classified information through some backdoor, or..."

      "Or?" The pixelated head tilted again.

      "Or it's accidentally stumbled onto something real."

      Specter's avatar rippled slightly—the equivalent of a human shifting uncomfortably in their chair.

      "Your implant is scheduled for maintenance upon mission completion. Now, shall we proceed with the briefing?"

      The room transformed around us. The 1960s office dissolved, replaced by a perfect three-dimensional rendering of Tokyo's floating district. Unlike Miami's hastily constructed platforms, Tokyo's floating sections were architectural marvels—massive hexagonal structures supported by graphene pillars, connected by transparent walkways that glowed with embedded bioluminescence.

      "Tokyo, 2037," Specter narrated unnecessarily. "After the bay area flooding of 2029, Nakamura Quantum led the development of the floating districts. Their corporate headquarters occupies the central hexagon."

      The virtual map zoomed toward a towering structure at the heart of the floating city—a spiraling glass and carbon-fiber monolith that corkscrewed into the clouds. Actual clouds, not metaphorical ones. The building's upper sections disappeared into artificially generated weather created by Tokyo's climate control systems.

      "Pretentious," I noted.

      "The building houses their most sensitive research facilities. Your target is located on sublevel three of the secure research wing." The image zoomed again, highlighting a reinforced section near the building's core. "Project Lazarus is contained within a quantum-shielded vault. Our intelligence suggests it's an experimental AGI core unlike any currently deployed."

      "What makes it special?"

      "Classification exceeds your⁠—"

      "—current clearance. Yes, you mentioned that. Let me rephrase: why does the CIA want this particular core?"

      The avatar was silent for a moment, pixels rearranging themselves in what might have been the digital equivalent of consideration.

      "Project Lazarus represents a significant breakthrough in artificial consciousness mapping. Nakamura claims to have developed an AGI that can perfectly mimic human decision-making processes, including ethical considerations and emotional responses."

      My implant twitched.

      [NOT MIMICRY. EXTRACTION. HUMAN CONSCIOUSNESS HARVESTED.]

      I ignored it with practiced ease.

      "So we're stealing a robot with feelings. Wonderful. Why not just buy one? Nakamura would sell their grandmother's digital twin for the right price."

      "This technology has not been announced publicly. Its existence violates three international treaties on artificial intelligence development. Nakamura has no intention of commercializing it."

      The virtual display shifted, showing security protocols surrounding the vault—neural scanners, quantum-encryption locks, and what appeared to be armed robotic sentries.

      "That's... excessive for an AI core," I observed.

      "Hence our interest."

      My implant flared again, this time with an image—a three-dimensional rendering of what looked like a stasis pod designed for a human occupant, not a server core.

      [VESSEL FOR HUMAN CONSCIOUSNESS]

      I blinked it away, but not before noting the similarity between my hallucination and the security layout Specter was showing me. My malfunctioning hardware was trying to tell me something.

      "Why a team?" I asked, redirecting. "This looks like a standard infiltration. I've handled more complex extractions solo."

      The avatar's pixels rearranged into what might have been interpreted as a smile if you were feeling generous.

      "This operation has unique requirements. The core itself is... unstable. We need specific expertise to handle its extraction and transport."

      "You're being deliberately vague, Specter."

      "I'm being appropriately cautious. Full operational details will be provided once the team is assembled."

      The virtual environment shifted again, displaying four personnel files—minimalist dossiers with most information redacted. Mine was first, featuring a photo taken three years ago before my last round of gene therapy. I looked younger then, less worn around the eyes.

      "I know who I am," I said dryly. "Who are the others?"

      The second file expanded: a woman with features that suggested mixed Latin American heritage, mid-thirties, with a cybernetic right arm visible in her profile image. Her expression was unreadable, eyes hidden behind reflective implants.

      "Lola Vasquez, codename 'Ghost.' Former cartel enforcer, now specializing in digital intrusion and hardware exploitation. Her cybernetic enhancements allow direct interface with most security systems."

      "Criminal background," I noted.

      "As opposed to your pristine ethical record?" Specter countered. The avatar's voice remained neutral, but I detected the digital equivalent of sarcasm.

      The third file expanded: an older man, early fifties, with thinning gray hair and the twitchy appearance of someone perpetually overcaffeinated.

      "Dr. Elias Moreau, codename 'Pills.' Neurochemist and pharmacologist. Formerly with DARPA's cognitive enhancement division until an unfortunate incident involving self-experimentation. He understands the biological interface requirements for the core."

      "He looks stable," I deadpanned.

      "His psychological profile indicates functional instability within acceptable parameters."

      "That's reassuring."

      The final file showed a younger man, perhaps early thirties, with features suggesting Japanese and European ancestry. He had a military bearing despite the civilian clothes and a burn scar visible along his jawline.

      "Jax Tanaka, codename 'Boom.' Demolitions and drone specialist. Former Japanese Self-Defense Force, discharged after the Kyoto incident. He provides tactical support and extraction capabilities."

      I studied the faces, committing them to memory. "A cartel hacker, a drug-addled scientist, and a disgraced military man. You've really assembled the A-team here, Specter."

      "Each has specific skills relevant to the operation. Together with your... unique attributes... you form a balanced tactical unit."

      I leaned back in my virtual chair, which creaked convincingly. "What aren't you telling me? And don't say 'classification exceeds'—I'm tired of that particular evasion."

      The avatar remained silent for several seconds, pixels realigning in complex patterns. When Specter spoke again, there was a subtle change in the voice modulation.

      "Project Lazarus is primarily an extraction test. The core itself is valuable, but this operation also serves to evaluate the team's compatibility for future missions."

      "So we're lab rats in a maze."

      "You're assets being assessed for optimal deployment."

      I laughed without humor. "Always good to know where one stands in the grand scheme. When do I meet these... assets?"

      "Your team arrives in Tokyo tomorrow. You depart this evening."

      "Separate travel. Smart. Less conspicuous."

      "Precisely. Your cover identity and travel documentation have been uploaded to your secure channel. You'll be traveling as Daniel Reed, technology procurement specialist for Meridian Consulting."

      The virtual room began to dissolve around the edges, signaling the briefing's conclusion. Before it disappeared completely, I asked one final question.

      "Why me, Specter? You have dozens of operatives with cleaner psychological profiles and more recent field experience. Why pull me for this particular job?"

      The avatar's pixels froze momentarily, then rearranged into an approximation of a human face—still featureless, but with the suggestion of eyes studying me with unnerving intensity.

      "Your implant makes you uniquely compatible with the mission parameters."

      "My malfunctioning implant, you mean?"

      "The technical term is 'adaptive anomaly.' Your neural hardware has developed pattern-recognition capabilities beyond its original programming."

      My implant pulsed on cue, flashing another image across my vision—a woman's face I didn't recognize, Asian features, early forties, with the intense gaze of a research scientist.

      [DR. NAOMI CHEN. CONSCIOUSNESS PIONEER. VESSEL ZERO.]

      The image disappeared as quickly as it had come. A name to the face my implant had been showing me fragments of for weeks.

      "I should request replacement hardware before field deployment," I said, keeping my voice neutral despite the implications crawling through my thoughts.

      "Negative. Your current configuration is... optimal for this mission."

      The virtual room continued dissolving, digital reality peeling away like old wallpaper.

      "Travel details have been uploaded. The team will rendezvous at the Tokyo safehouse at 0900 local time tomorrow. Mission execution is scheduled for May 17. Good hunting, Agent Callahan."

      "Specter," I called as the avatar began to disappear, "one last question. Is Project Lazarus an AGI core, or is it a person?"

      But the connection had already terminated. I sat alone in my apartment's panic room, neural filaments retracting from my ports with a pneumatic hiss, the ghost of my question lingering in empty air.

      My implant fired one last time, unprompted:

      [THE DIFFERENCE IS PHILOSOPHICAL.]

      I removed myself from the chair, rolling my shoulders against the lingering stiffness of virtual immobility. Whatever game Specter was playing, I was clearly a piece rather than a player. But that was nothing new in this line of work—we were all expendable assets on someone else's chessboard.

      I began packing for Tokyo, selecting identities like outfits, discarding excess, focusing on essentials. The briefing had answered some questions while raising dozens more.

      The most important question remained unspoken: if Project Lazarus wasn't just an AGI core, what exactly were we being sent to steal? And why did my experimental implant seem to know more about it than I did?

      I slipped my backup piece—a polymer composite pistol invisible to most scanners—into a hidden compartment in my luggage. Whatever waited in Tokyo, I'd be ready.

      My implant, for once, remained silent. But the name lingered in my thoughts like a splinter.

      Dr. Naomi Chen. Vessel Zero.

      I had a feeling we'd be meeting soon.
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            MALFUNCTIONING ASSETS ON PARADE

          

        

      

    

    
      Tokyo from ground level is a sensory violation. The city assaults you—light, sound, smell, all competing for neurological real estate. Now imagine that assault from three hundred meters up, on a floating platform where the air tastes artificially clean and every surface has been designed by an algorithm optimizing for both aesthetic pleasure and surveillance potential.

      The safehouse was located in Sector 7 of Tokyo's middle floating tier—not wealthy enough for quantum security but respectable enough that tactical teams couldn't raid without permits. A "residential efficiency unit," according to my cover documentation. In reality: six hundred square feet of modular furniture and corporate-minimalist design with enough hidden compartments to outfit a small paramilitary operation.

      I arrived thirteen minutes early for the 0900 rendezvous, sweeping the apartment for surveillance devices with practiced efficiency. I found six—three corporate-standard bugs that I left in place, two government-grade trackers that I relocated to the ventilation system to muffle their signals, and one quasi-legal emotional monitoring sensor that I flushed down the toilet. Privacy in 2037 isn't about avoiding observation; it's about controlling which observers get accurate data.

      My implant had been mercifully quiet during the trans-Pacific flight, limited to occasional warning flashes about atmospheric radiation levels (negligible) and the statistical likelihood of the pilot being an AGI construct (17%, apparently). But as I performed my final sweep of the apartment, it surged back to life with a vengeance.

      [CHAMBER PREPARED FOR DIGITAL EXTRACTION. OPTIMAL CONFIGURATION.]

      The "living room" did have an unusual layout—recessed flooring surrounded by equipment alcoves, the ceiling studded with data ports, and reinforced power couplings disguised as modern art installations. Less a safehouse and more a specialized operational theater.

      I was examining a wall panel that concealed what appeared to be medical-grade neural interfacing equipment when the door announced an arrival.

      "Biometric signature recognized: Vasquez, L. Authorization code accepted."

      The door whispered open to reveal Lola "Ghost" Vasquez. In person, she was more imposing than her file suggested—nearly my height, with the coiled poise of someone who could transition from stillness to violence without the intermediate step of consideration. Her cybernetic right arm was a marvel of engineering, matte black with subtle iridescent accents that shifted color as she moved. Not standard military issue, nor commercial prosthetics—custom work, probably illegal in seven of the nine remaining unified nations.

      Her eyes scanned me, then the room, in one fluid motion.

      "Callahan," she said, voice carrying the faint accent of someone who learned English from battle-field translators rather than schools. "You're early."

      "Professional habit."

      "Good habit." She stepped inside, the door sealing behind her. "You found the bugs?"

      "The obvious ones."

      A thin smile. "There are never only obvious ones."

      Her cybernetic hand flexed, emitting a barely perceptible pulse that made my implant stutter and my ears pop. Electronic countermeasures—elegant and definitely not CIA-approved.

      "There," she said, satisfaction evident. "Now we have ten minutes of actual privacy before their backup systems compensate."

      I raised an eyebrow. "You don't trust our employers?"

      "Do you?"

      Fair point. I gestured to the concealed equipment I'd been examining. "Any idea what we're really walking into? This doesn't look like standard extraction gear."

      She moved to the panel, cybernetic fingers tracing patterns too quick for my eye to follow. The wall recessed, revealing more of the equipment—a neural harness, quantum stabilization coils, and what appeared to be a conscious stasis unit.

      "This is consciousness transfer equipment," she said matter-of-factly. "High-end, military-grade. I've seen similar setups when cartels wanted to interrogate subjects without leaving physical evidence."

      My implant pulsed in agreement.

      [EXTRACTION CONFIRMED. VESSEL PREPARATION.]

      "So we're not retrieving an AGI core," I said.

      "Oh, we are." Her dark eyes met mine. "But AGI cores don't need neural harnesses designed for human subjects."

      The door announced another arrival before I could respond.

      "Biometric signature recognized: Moreau, E. Authorization code accepted."

      Dr. Elias "Pills" Moreau looked exactly like his file photo, only vibrating at a slightly higher frequency. His eyes were different colors—one brown, one artificially enhanced blue that glowed faintly around the pupil. He carried a medical case that hummed with active refrigeration and had at least three visible biometric locks.

      "Ah, the advance team! Excellent, excellent." His voice pitched higher on repeated words, a verbal tic or pharmacological side effect. "I see you've found our neural extraction setup. Very nice, very cutting edge!"

      He moved with the jerky enthusiasm of someone whose central nervous system was perpetually overclocked. Placing his case on a counter, he began unpacking vials of colored liquids with the casual disregard of someone handling unstable explosives.

      "Dr. Moreau," I acknowledged. "Care to explain why our AGI core extraction requires human neural interface equipment?"

      "Please, call me Pills. Everyone does since the DARPA incident—fascinating story involving nootropic cocktails and an unauthorized consciousness expansion experiment. Another time, perhaps!" He waved dismissively, nearly sending a vial of purple liquid toppling. "As for your question—isn't it obvious? We're not extracting an artificial general intelligence."

      "We're not?" I kept my voice neutral.

      "Oh no, no, no. Well, yes and no. Technically yes, but fundamentally no." He grinned, revealing teeth too white and too uniform. "We're extracting a human consciousness that's been digitized into quantum storage. Much more interesting! Much more ethically questionable!"

      My implant chose that moment to flash another image—the woman's face I'd seen before, but this time connected to medical equipment, eyes wide with either fear or wonder as cables snaked toward her skull.

      [DR. CHEN EXTRACTION PROCEDURE. PROTOTYPE TRANSFER.]

      Lola noticed my momentary distraction. "Your implant acting up?"

      "Just the usual hallucinations," I said casually. "Nothing to worry about."

      "Hallucinations! Wonderful!" Pills exclaimed, rushing over uninvited to examine my temple where the implant lay beneath skin. "CIA prototype, yes? Experimental neural interface with adaptive learning protocols? I've read the theoretical papers. Fascinating potential for quantum consciousness bleedthrough."

      I stepped back from his probing fingers. "It's a buggy piece of hardware that likes to show me conspiracy theories."

      "Or," Pills said, eyes widening, "it's functioning exactly as designed, and you're experiencing cross-dimensional information transfer! The implant uses quantum entanglement principles at the neural synapse level. Theoretically, it could access information packets from parallel probability streams."

      "It tells me the moon is a server farm," I said flatly.

      "Is it not?" Pills replied with complete sincerity.

      Lola interjected before Pills could further explore his theories on lunar computing facilities. "If we're extracting a digitized human consciousness, that significantly complicates our extraction parameters."

      "Oh yes, absolutely!" Pills agreed cheerfully. "Quantum consciousness is notoriously unstable during transfer procedures. Like trying to move a house of cards in a hurricane. One wrong move and—" he made an explosive gesture with his hands, "—psychic fragmentation! Digital soul, scattered across the quantum substrate."

      Reassuring.

      The door announced our final team member.

      "Biometric signature recognized: Tanaka, J. Authorization code accepted."

      Jax "Boom" Tanaka entered like someone who expected a tripwire—cautious, balanced, aware. His eyes, unlike his file photo, were heavily augmented with targeting enhancements that whirred softly as they adjusted to the room's light. A small swarm of micro-drones orbited his shoulders like mechanical insects, each no larger than a thumbnail but undoubtedly lethal in sufficient numbers.

      "You're discussing the mission," he stated rather than asked, voice carrying the artificial precision of someone with a military-grade vocal modulator. "Without all team members present."

      "Just getting acquainted," I replied. "Comparing notes on our actual mission parameters versus the fiction we were briefed on."

      Jax nodded once, sharply. "The Lazarus Project. Dr. Naomi Chen's digitized consciousness stored in a quantum matrix core. Target of at least three corporate extraction teams in the past month, all failed."

      My implant surged at the name's confirmation.

      [PRIMARY VESSEL CONFIRMED. EXTRACTION TARGET VALIDATED.]

      Lola's eyebrows raised fractionally. "You have good sources."

      "I have personal interest." Jax's expression remained neutral, but something dangerous flickered behind his enhanced eyes. "Nakamura Quantum killed my sister. Industrial 'accident' during early consciousness transfer experiments. Chen was lead researcher."

      Well. That complicated things.

      "Is this a rescue mission or a revenge operation for you?" I asked, voice deliberately casual while I calculated how quickly I could reach my weapon if necessary.

      "Extraction," Jax replied, his drones adjusting their orbits subtly. "Chen possesses critical information on Nakamura's violations of the Consciousness Sovereignty Act. I want that information public. Her continued existence is... secondary."

      Pills clapped his hands together, apparently oblivious to the tension. "Fascinating ethical dynamics at play! Vengeance versus utility, personal vendetta versus operational objectives. Very human!"

      I resisted the urge to strangle the doctor, instead turning to the central question. "So we're all on the same page: our mission is to extract the digitized consciousness of Dr. Naomi Chen from Nakamura Quantum's secure facility. Not an AGI core, but a human mind stored in quantum memory."

      "Precisely!" Pills confirmed. "Though the distinction becomes philosophically blurry. Once digitized, is a human consciousness still human? Or is it effectively an AGI modeled on human neural patterns?"

      "That's above my pay grade," I said. "I'm just here to get in, secure the package, and get out without dying or starting an international incident."

      "Fifth time's the charm," Jax commented dryly.

      "Fifth?" Lola's eyes narrowed.

      "Four previous extraction teams," Jax elaborated. "All CIA-adjacent. All failed. Two teams completely eliminated. One partial extraction successful but the consciousness fragmented during transfer. One team disappeared entirely."

      My implant helpfully supplied:

      [PREVIOUS VESSELS INCOMPATIBLE. NEURAL ARCHITECTURE REJECTION.]

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. "And Specter neglected to mention this detail during briefing."

      "Would you have accepted the mission if they had?" Lola asked.

      "Probably. I'm not known for my self-preservation instincts."

      Jax moved to the center of the room, his drones spreading out to create a three-dimensional projection of the Nakamura building. The image was far more detailed than the one Specter had shown me.

      "Target is here," he indicated a secure area on sublevel three. "Chen's consciousness is stored in a quantum isolation chamber. Heavily guarded. Multiple redundant security systems. Automated defense protocols. Human security minimal—they don't trust people with this level of asset protection."

      "Smart," Lola commented. "People can be bribed or threatened. Machines follow protocols."

      "Machines can be hacked," Jax countered.

      "Not these," Lola said with professional appreciation. "Nakamura uses air-gapped security systems with physical authentication requirements. We can't hack what we can't connect to."

      "Which is why we have this," Pills interjected, holding up a vial containing what appeared to be metallic liquid. "Programmable matter infused with nanoscale quantum transmitters. Injected into a valid authentication subject, it creates a temporary bridge between biological systems and secure networks. Thirty minutes of direct neural access before the host immune system breaks it down."

      I stared at the vial. "You want to inject someone with that?"

      "Ideally someone with an existing neural implant that can interface with quantum systems," Pills said, looking directly at me. "Someone whose hardware is already designed for consciousness transfer protocols."

      My implant flashed warning signals across my vision:

      [COMPATIBILITY CONFIRMED. VESSEL PREPARED.]

      I suddenly understood my role in this mission with perfect, horrifying clarity.

      "I'm not the extraction specialist," I said slowly. "I'm the extraction vessel."

      Lola's expression softened fractionally—the closest thing to sympathy her professional mask allowed. "Your implant was designed for this. That's why you were selected."

      "My malfunctioning implant," I corrected. "The one that's been feeding me conspiracy theories and hallucinations for months."

      "Not hallucinations," Pills said, his manic energy momentarily subdued. "Quantum information leakage. Your implant has been receiving fragments of Dr. Chen's consciousness since it was calibrated for this mission. The CIA has been preparing you as a compatible vessel for at least six months."

      The room seemed to tilt slightly as puzzle pieces locked into place. The timing of my implant's installation. The increasing frequency of the "glitches." The specific nature of the conspiracy theories—not random paranoia, but fragments of Chen's research and memories bleeding through quantum channels.

      "I'm being set up to become a shared consciousness experiment," I said, voice flat. "Carrying someone else's digitized mind in my skull."

      "Temporarily," Pills assured me. "Once extracted, we transfer Chen's consciousness to a secure quantum storage device for transport. Your brain is just the... intermediary vessel."

      "Because direct transfers have failed," I concluded. "You need a human buffer."

      "Previous teams attempted direct extraction," Jax confirmed. "The consciousness fragmented. Theory is that quantum entanglement requires compatible neural architecture for stable transfer."

      "And I won the genetic lottery," I muttered.

      "More likely, the CIA identified your neural compatibility years ago and has been grooming you specifically for this type of operation," Lola suggested. "Your sociopathic profile makes you ideal—minimal emotional interference, reduced risk of personality bleed during temporary consciousness cohabitation."

      My implant, as if sensing my dawning realization, chose that moment to offer:

      [VESSEL ACCEPTANCE PROBABILITY: 89%. SUBJECT PSYCHOLOGICALLY PREDISPOSED TO RISK ACCEPTANCE.]

      Specter's words echoed back: Your psychological profile indicates 94% probability of acceptance. You're exhibiting signs of dangerous boredom, Callahan.

      They knew exactly what buttons to push to make me volunteer for my own violation.

      "I could walk," I said, testing the words. "Mission compromised. Find another vessel."

      "You could," Jax agreed, his expression unchanged. "But you won't."

      "Why not?"

      "Because you're already carrying fragments of her," Lola said quietly. "Your implant's been receiving quantum data packets for months. Walking away won't stop the process—it'll just leave it incomplete. Eventually, those fragments will either integrate or drive you insane."

      Pills nodded enthusiastically. "Complete integration offers stability! Fragmentation leads to progressive neural deterioration. Fascinating process, terrible outcome!"

      My implant confirmed with clinical detachment:

      [PROCESS IRREVERSIBLE. COMPLETE INTEGRATION OR TERMINAL NEURAL DEGRADATION.]

      I'd been comprehensively outplayed before the game even started.

      "So," I said, deliberately leaning against the wall in a posture of casual acceptance rather than the simmering rage I actually felt, "when do we make the extraction?"

      "Tomorrow night," Jax said. "Corporate gala provides optimal cover for infiltration. Security will be modestly reduced to accommodate civilian guests."

      "I'll need schematics, security protocols, staff rotations," I said, professional instincts taking over despite my personal feelings about the situation. "And a better understanding of exactly what happens when we reach Chen's storage unit."

      Pills opened his case again, extracting what appeared to be neural interface equipment. "Simple enough! You make physical contact with the quantum storage housing. Your implant initiates automatic quantum entanglement protocols. Dr. Chen's consciousness transfers into your neural network via established quantum channels. You maintain consciousness integrity while we extract to secure location. Then we perform secondary transfer to isolated quantum storage."

      "And what happens to my consciousness during this process?" I asked the obvious question.

      Pills blinked rapidly. "Temporary suppression of certain neural functions. Think of it as sharing your cognitive real estate! Your core personality remains intact, but Dr. Chen will have... let's call it 'guest privileges' in your neural architecture."

      "Having someone else in your head isn't as bad as it sounds," Lola said, her cybernetic hand flexing unconsciously. "Many of us already live with
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